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2020 The practices of ecologically-minded alternative communities illuminate differing perspectives on
what might constitute an economy. This paper explores the extant literature and presents a framework for
considering four spheres of confluence between the modern market economy and diverse economies:
economic production practices, attitudes towards growth, environmental responsiveness and the
socialrelational context of transactions. Drawing on evidence from an Australian ecovillage, the paper
adopts the framework presented as a means of understanding the experiences of cooperatively
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Through this analysis, the paper provides insights into ways ecovillages may operate in the context of the
modern market economy without adopting all of its practices. Ecovillages may indeed be places where
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through closer trading with the local external communities opportunities for the diffusion of such
practices may ensue.
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1. Introduction
The market paradigm has dominated thinking about economic development and how
economies function for much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the
beginning of the twenty-first century, however, we are far less confident of the
efficacy or primacy of this system. Markets often fail, people are beginning to once
again understand the importance of the social in transactions, and recognise the
inequities that emerge when many individuals do not share in the benefits of the
system. Government intervention has come with its own set of failures whereby
policies are often ineffective at influencing market practices or are diverted by
individualistic self-seeking behaviours (Balleisen & Moss 2009; Winston 2007).
Additionally, and of more systemic concern, is the extent to which the modern market
economy is damaging the planet, since the environmental and social costs of
production are rarely factored into the profitability calculus. Government policy-led
solutions that seek to mitigate environmental costs have made little progress
(Ackerman and Heinzerling, 2002; McKinnon et al., 2010; Paavola, 2007). This has
led certain sectors of society to search for alternative economic practices and
paradigms that address market and policy shortcomings and that are also ecologically
sensitive. Among these are the diverse economy frameworks (e.g. Gibson-Graham,
2008; Gibson-Graham et al., 2013; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016; Henderson, 2008)
and degrowth economics (e.g. Fotopoulus, 2007; Latouche, 2007, 2009; Kallis, 2011;
van den Bergh, 2011; Barron 2015; Miller, 2019).
At the grass-roots level, the ecovillages movement emerged in the 1960s and 1970s
(Dawson, 2006), and has over the last 40 years or so grown and matured into a global
movement of approximately 10,000 communities (Global Ecovillage Network n.d.)
These communities are experimenting with ways of living which prioritise
ecologically, relationally, economically and socially sustainable practices. As sites of
experimentation and adaptation to sustainable lives in diverse local contexts,
ecovillages have demonstrated ways of living collectively in community economies
(Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2009). Examples of ecovillages exist in both
developed and developing countries, with a range of different forms and foci (e.g.
spiritual/ecological, urban eco-architectural, permacultural farming communities, and
traditional ecological living) (Esteves, 2017). Ecovillages emphasise community
living in terms of both governance and social interaction. They have been conceived
as socially engaged cultural change agents (i.e. in terms of ecological, built
environment, economic and governance integration) (Gilman 1991; Kirby, 2003)
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which have influenced twentieth century mainstream economic practices beyond their
geographical boundaries (Boyer, 2015).
In the context of the growing diverse economy frameworks, there is evidence that the
market economy – sometimes referred to as the ‘modern market economy’ – is
shifting away from its classical form and adapting to the changing discourse about
social and environmental sustainability, with a growing recognition of the social
context and environmental costs of economic activities (Ulrich 2008, Ch. 4). The aim
of this paper, therefore, is to explore the relationship between the modern market
economy and diverse economies as exemplified in the negotiation of an ecovillage
economy. The paper has three objectives. First, through the literature, it reviews
common types of economic practices of ecovillages which can also be glimpsed in the
modern market economy. Second, based on this literature, it presents a framework for
considering areas of confluence between modern market economies and the diverse
economies. Finally, drawing on data from a survey and interviews with community
members, the paper adopts the framework presented, as a means of understanding the
experiences of an Australian ecovillage cooperative negotiating various practices
necessary to establish an intentionally sustainable economy.

2. Ecovillages as socio-economic communities
The term ‘ecovillage’ was first introduced by Gilman (1991) who distinguished
ecovillages from pre-industrial villages by their sustainability-focused practices,
technologies and objectives. Ecovillages (or eco-communities cf. Blažek, 2016)
commonly orient themselves towards values and goals underpinned by principles of
sustainable development (Carroll, 2010). The Global Ecovillage Network (GEN),
provides an encompassing definition of an ecovillage:
…an intentional, traditional or urban community that is consciously designed through
locally owned, participatory processes in all four dimensions of sustainability (social,
cultural, ecology and economy) to regenerate their social and natural environments. (GEN,
n.d.)

Ecovillages, as intentional communities, work towards explicitly living ‘lighter’ and
reducing their environmental footprint through the adoption of diverse and
contextualised approaches to economic practices, environmental, community
governance and social sustainability by acknowledging the interdependency among
these aspects of life (Bohill, 1991; Metcalf, 2004; Pickerill, 2015). By renewing local
traditional knowledges and practices (Losardo, 2016; Waerther, 2014), some sites
have achieved such outcomes within, but also beyond, the boundaries of the
ecovillage. As Dawson (2006) illustrates, ecovillages are becoming regional hubs that
can transform their local landscape, physical infrastructure, governance, population,
skills and culture in ways that enhance the quality of life of communities within and
outwith the ecovillage.
Drawing on various examples of ecovillages globally (Dawson, 2006; Litfin, 2014;
Boyer, 2015; Esteves, 2017; Mychajluk, 2017; Pickerill, 2017), it is noted that
residential, economic and community practices co-occur in an intertwined nexus of
ecovillage social life. These purposeful arrangements of “physical and social
2

materialities of eco-communities” configure the commons (Pickerill, 2015:2) not only
as shareable spaces or through purchasing of shareable objects, but also as a social
practice which is enacted and underpinned by a commitment to “mutual support,
interaction and acting together” (Pickerill 2015:2).
Ecovillages, therefore, may be considered unique places to illuminate a broader
understanding of the aspects of diverse economies. Diverse economies are understood
to encompass features additional to markets and monetary flows where human needs
are fulfilled through multi-layered relational exchanges (Gibson-Graham, 2008;
Gibson-Graham et al., 2013; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016). Non-monetary practices of
gifting and reciprocity highlight strong social ties among community members
through “mutual support and communication” (Waerther, 2014:7) and are understood
to underpin the development of social capital in intentional communities (Mulder et
al., 2006). The embedded culture of sharing as a means of achieving the financial
viability of ecovillages is notably exemplified in Sieben Linden, Findhorn, Lammas
and Kailash ecovillages, where the capacity of members to reduce living expenses is
achieved by sharing costly assets (such as motor vehicles and washing machines) and
growing food for community consumption and sale (Litfin, 2014; Pickerill 2016,
2017; Seyfang et al., 2014). Similarly, cost savings are achieved through bulk buying
of building materials (e.g. at Low Impact Living Affordable Community (LILAC)) or
sharing the cost of green infrastructure (e.g. water recycling, wind turbines at LILAC
and Hockerton Housing Project, see Chatterton, 2013; Pickerill, 2017). These findings
regarding sharing practices of ecovillages are increasingly echoed in the broader
economy, where users and providers of shared assets and services have both social
and environmental motivations for sharing (Bocker and Meelen, 2017; Frenken and
Schor, 2017).
In some ecovillages, income-sharing has emerged as a financial practice (e.g.
Kommune Niederkaufungen and gASTEWERKe, Germany; Lakabe, Spain;
Suderbyn, Sweden; Twin Oaks, Camphill, Dancing Rabbit, The Farm, North America
(Dawson, 2006; Andreevska n.d.). Similarly, at LILAC, members contribute
individual income to a community income pool as a form of mutual co-ownership
(Chatterton, 2013). Another financial practice is a “hyper-local approach to the flow
of money” (Litfin 2013:15), whereby members purchase goods, services and input for
production from within the community first. This has been exemplified through the
use of local exchange trading schemes (LETS) such as the Totnes Acorn (Longhurst,
2015). At Lammas, the practice of bio-regional localism is enacted through
procurement of building materials and food, enabling income generation rooted in
place (Pickerill 2016). Embedded in ecovillage economies are non-monetary practices
of gifting and reciprocity (Brombin, 2015; Cheal, 1988; Esteves, 2017; Litfin, 2013)
including of labour, food, know-how, and emotional support (Mychajluk, 2017;
Pickerill, 2017). The emergence of these kinds of practices is enabled through the
design and creation of “spaces of conviviality” (Pickerill, 2016:249) where people
encounter and create community with others. Building and reinforcing a sense of
community represents a return to more traditional societal values (Polanyi, 1944,
2001), and contributes to the viability of community economies. Furthermore, close
community relations and sharing practices are not only enacted within an ecovillage
community but extend to other communities, facilitating economic/ecological
innovations to have wider socio-enviro-economic impact (Boyer, 2018).
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Whilst these practices of intra-community flows of monies, asset sharing and food
production are important, on their own, they may be insufficient for the long-term
economic sustainability of ecovillages. Trading beyond the community appears to be
a means to remain viable – importing goods and services that cannot be produced on
site and exporting to earn income and achieve economies of scale. This raises an
interesting paradox between the ecovillage ethos of degrowth and post-consumerism
(that is, enacted as alternative consumption, localised production, minimum resource
use, reduction of carbon footprint, self-sustainability and quality of life) (Avelino et
al., 2015; Bauhardt 2014; Chatzidakis et al., 2014; Latouche, 2009) and reliance on,
and trading within, the modern market economy of the regional community.
However, it is clear that ecovillage economies are typically both embedded in, and to
some extent dependent on, the broader modern market economy. In many ecovillages,
members have outside employment (full time or reduced hours), run privately owned
businesses or have other sources of income and capital to sustain their livelihoods
(Christian, 2003; Esteves, 2017; Hall, 2015). To generate income flows, ecovillages
rely on the broader consumerist culture to support artisan production and ecoeducation programs which often form part of the market offerings of ecovillage
enterprises. Visitors who can afford to spend disposable income on hand-crafted
products or organic foods produced on site, or travel and participate in ecovillage
education programs support income flows into village economies (Dawson, 2006;
Esteves, 2017). At the same time, the throughput of visitors provides opportunities for
ecovillages to demonstrate alternative ways of living. Living sustainably, with less, in
a community, and producing and consuming ethically may in turn sustain the broader
social-political imperatives of ecovillages as places of social and economic innovation
(Pesch et al., 2018). These ways of connecting with the market economy show that
community economies and market economies can coexist without the former being
dominated by capitalist practices (Schmid, 2018).
Expanding the boundaries of sustainability and community practices of ownership
into the wider community may be a way of supporting the ideological and economic
sustainability of ecovillages. By engaging with the broader local economy, ecovillage
communities can strengthen their own economy and extend the practices of
sustainable living beyond their borders. In this way, by developing organic food
networks, the Zebb and Sieben ecovillages in Germany were able to engage others in
supporting the local “bio-region” (Dawson, 2006:60). Similarly, through the Ecodyfi,
a program aimed at “greening the local energy economy” (Dawson, 2006:60),
improved energy sustainability was also achieved outside the ecovillage community.
Seyfang et al. (2014) recognise that community energy initiatives are key in
influencing broader community shifts and wider take-up of sustainable energy policy
imperatives. Similarly, in the USA, Dancing Rabbit, New Scotland County; Ithaca,
New York; and Los Angeles Ecovillage California are examples of ecovillages that
have adopted innovative diffusion practices to forge links with the broader economy
(Boyer, 2015).
In this section, drawing on the extant literature we have discussed the diverse social,
economic and financial practices of ecovillage communities. There is diversity in the
ways in which such practices are enacted in various communities. However,
notwithstanding the diversity of enactments of these practices, what is evident from
the literature is that social, financial and economic practices are not enacted in
isolation or independently. Rather, these form a mutually supporting interdependent
4

network of practices critical to the very essence of such communities. It is through
such practice entanglement that ecovillages illustrate aspects of diverse economies.

3. An economic framework for understanding ecovillage
practices
In the introduction we briefly drew attention to some of the more recent challenges to
the conventional view of a market economy that broaden our understanding of an
economy beyond capitalist-centric tenets. We argue that these perspectives, discussed
in the diverse economies literature, provide a pertinent link to shift understandings
from current thinking about the economic practices of ecovillages described in the
secondary literature, and in our own research findings. At the same time, there is also
evidence that economic practices, in what we term the modern market economy, are
shifting away from traditional norms of classical economics towards those practices
that are most visible in ecovillage communities. In this section, we draw on these
literatures to develop a framework for considering areas of confluence between
modern market economies and the diverse economies.

3.1 Spheres of confluence among economic perspectives
Based on our analysis of the literature, we offer a framework comprising four spheres
of confluence between the modern market economy and diverse economies, which are
pertinent to our investigation. We understand these spheres as mutually constitutive,
without hierarchy. We adopt these spheres as a lens to consider and analyse our data.
Table 1 presents a summary of the manifestations of confluence in the economic
practices of the modern market economy and diverse economies, which are further
analysed in this section.
Table 1. Manifestations of Confluence between Modern Market Economy and Diverse Economy
Practices
Modern Market Economy

Diverse Economy

Economic
practices

Non-capitalist production

Alternative economic practices (e.g.
care, volunteer, gifting)

Growth

Beyond GDP: broader notions of
wellbeing

Alternative attitudes to
growth/development

Environmental

Responsiveness to environmental
impact

Intentional ecology

Social

Recognition of social context in
transactions

Social-relational interactions in
communities

3.1.1 Economic practices: Non-capitalist forms of production
Reconceptualising economy has been a sustained project for almost three decades
which has focused on bringing to the fore the diverse activities that it constitutes
(Roelvink and Gibson-Graham, 2009; Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010). Adopting
a diverse economies perspective, goes beyond common criticisms of the shortcomings
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of the dominant market paradigm, to question the centrality of the market transaction
in modern market economies (Gibson-Graham, 2004). This perspective challenges the
“ingrained belief that capitalist relations are the only driving economic force”
(Roelvink and Gibson-Graham, 2009: 330) and purports understandings of an
economy as constituting a network of relations both “human and more-than human”
(Gibson-Graham and Miller, 2015:1). It argues that what is seen as the economy –
markets, firms, price-based exchange, wage labour – reflects only forms of capitalist
economic relations and might represent as little as 10 per cent of activities that result
in value creation and exchange – those activities that can be measured easily in terms
of monetary value. The remaining 90% constitute non-capitalist activities –
cooperatives, gifting, volunteering, caring for family, and household production. The
informal sector, or grey economy, though creating value, remains invisible to formal
economic measurement mechanisms (Eisler, 2013; Henderson, 1999). The changing
views of a modern market economy coalesce to some degree with such notions of
non-capitalist production by accepting that production and exchange both occur
across different formats. These include the activities of cooperatives, household
production, and exchange through barter and gifting (Pollack, 2003; Terry & Eisler
2006).
However, this may not simply be a matter of measurement of economic activity, but
also one of acceptance, recognition and acknowledgement of what constitutes value
worthy of measurement. Caring, sharing, cooperating and volunteering may seem
activities too subjective and difficult to account for by the “rational economic man
[sic]” (Henderson, 2005:8). The diverse economies framework brings into focus
multiple economic identities and narratives, everyday performances by ordinary
people (Gibson-Graham, 2002:2). This framework groups these performances into:
market and non-market exchanges; monetised and non-monetised labour; private,
non-profit, government and non-government enterprises; and the Earth’s ecology,
which sustains and supports these performances. A reading of this framework
suggests that both capitalist understandings and broader understandings (noncapitalist) of what constitutes an economy offer voice – allowing for other ways of
performing an economy and those practices that deliver value within a socioeconomic context through negotiated interdependence in community (GibsonGraham, 2008; Roelvink and Gibson-Graham, 2009; Gibson-Graham and Roelvink,
2010; Gibson-Graham et al., 2013; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016).
Similarly, other authors have adopted a welfare rather than transactional approach.
Henderson (1999, 2005) and Eisler (2013) argue that measurement of national
wellbeing through Gross Domestic Product (GDP) fails to include important value
creation activities/contributions that are non-monetised, or whether the mix of
activities are beneficial for the sustainability of ecosystems (Kallis, 2011). The
dominant economic discourse focuses on the official market economy, the private
sector, the public sector and to some extent the cash-based underground economy –
the monetised economy captured in GDP and related economic measures. However,
what is not captured, is the “sweat equity” or “love economy” (that is, emotional
support, caring for others, parenting), and Mother nature (sunlight, rain, natural
ecology as well as natural resources which are gifted to humanity by the planet)
(Henderson, 2005:11). This perspective maintains that if a systems view is taken, nonmonetised activities such as unpaid caring, volunteering, growing food, do-it-yourself
activities, and what the environment provides, form the greater contribution to an
6

economy but remain invisible to the monetised measurement of economic activities
(Johanisová et al., 2013).
3.1.2 Growth: Beyond GDP and broader notions of wellbeing
The mantra of traditional economic development studies was to maximise the growth
of real per capita income. The realisation that increased wealth was often very
unequally distributed lay behind twentieth-century redistributive government policies
particularly after World War II. However, the re-emergence of neo-liberalism since
the 1970s favoured greater incentives for so-called ‘wealth generators’, leading to
lower tax rates for corporations and high-income earners. More recent research in the
modern market economy framework, however, has come to recognise that utility
maximisation is not served entirely, or necessarily in the main, through higher
incomes. This has generated a growing literature in economics and related disciplines
that addresses a wider range of outcomes. The United Nations Human Development
Index (HDI), in particular, was introduced in 1990 to measure national progress as a
combination of education, life expectancy and income (Human Development Index
n.d.). The development of such broader notions of wellbeing in the modern market
economy are edging towards the evolving perspectives of the diverse economies
framework.
HDI has been explained as a move away from national income accounting to peoplecentred policies (Ul Haq, 1995). Subsequent annual updates are provided along with
an analysis of changing attitudes towards progress. The title of the United Nation’s
2016 Report, ‘Human Development for Everyone’, is indicative of the change in
approach, championing ‘universalism’ that leaves no one out (HDI, 2016). In the EU
and the UK, the proponents of the Green New Deal propose regulatory transformation
of domestic and international financial systems, changes in taxation systems,
sustained investment in renewable energy and programs for energy conservation and
management of demand as a means of addressing financial, climate and energy crisis
(Bauhardt, 2014). In Australia, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) now uses
twenty-six indices to measure progress (ABS, 2013). The quest for sustainability has
led to the idea of a post-growth economy that privileges other measures of
development and progress that are not tied to the idea of growth (Jackson, 2017),
particularly wellbeing, quality of life, security, happiness and even reduced
consumption (Mulder et al., 2006).
3.1.3 Environmental: Responsiveness to environmental impact
The environmental impact of economic activity relates closely to the notion of a postgrowth economy. Historically, nations paid limited attention to the environmental
impact of production, whether it was the smoke stacks of European industrialisation
or the hoof print of Australasian pastoralism (Williamson, 2002; Massy, 2017). The
social and environmental costs of development were rarely acknowledged and never
factored into growth accounting. More recently, however, modern market economy
values have supported the notion that the cost of the protection and regeneration of
natural resources must necessarily be accounted for within a properly functioning
market (Lockie 2013; Muradian et al., 2010). Stern (2008) exalts putting a price on
greenhouse gas emissions as central to any effective policy related to tackling climate
change. Carbon abatement policies, such as taxes and trading schemes, have been
pursued in many countries (Productivity Commission, 2011), yet the economic
7

pricing of environmental resources has proven complex, and a failure to adequately
account for their true cost has led to their overuse (Bardsley et al., 2002). However,
capital market attitudes prominent in the modern market economy, which would
traditionally have viewed ecological considerations as a drag on rates of return, are
now lending growing support to ‘green’ investments (Bailey and Caprotti, 2014).
Beyond industry, the extent to which households enact sustainable lives is dependent
on a motivation to do so and personal and contextual influences (Bortoleto, 2015), as
well as know-how and affordable options to facilitate transitions to such lifestyles
(Shove, 2010).
Today, in households and industry, changing perspectives associated with the diverse
economies facilitate voluntary codes of behaviour, which are intentional rather than
reactive, that reflect a desire for future development which is not at the expense of
environmental sustainability.
3.1.4 Social: Relational economies and social context in transactions
The final sphere of confluence is in the recognition of the importance of relational
elements in market transactions. While such a perspective has a long history
stretching back at least to Polanyi with his concept of substantivism (1944, 2001),
these social transactions were mostly viewed as unusual and a disequilibrating
influence on rational economic activity. A more positive role of different types of
networks, though, and their impact through social capital on transaction costs, has
been highly influential, particularly through the work of Granovetter (1985). This
‘structural embeddedness’ approach, assumed, nevertheless, that some transactions
would remain asocial, devoid of network influences.
In recent years, changing perspectives of the market economy have resulted from a
flourishing interdisciplinary literature that recognises more holistically the interaction
between social relations and economic transactions. Under different monikers with
various emphases, and across a spectrum of disciplines – such as socioeconomics,
new economic sociology, and relational economic sociology – this growing body of
literature has argued that all transactions have a social context. This provides a more
realistic and contextual understanding of human behaviour than that portrayed by the
rational maximising individual (Hellmich, 2017; Stoltz, 2018). For the more
sociologically-minded, this heterogeneous space is not merely about modulating
economic transactions but rather understanding these are one of a series of socialcommunity contexts (Schmid, 2018) where human interactions and relations can be
explained as diverse “exchanges happening within, outside, and alongside capitalism”
(Naylor, 2018:3).
Zelizer (2005, 2010) provides an important contribution to this evolving field by
mapping the development of a relational account of economic activity. By exploring
the interconnections of people, cultures, and relations and how these play out in daily
economic negotiations, a stance of the social over the economic is evidenced. All
economic transactions, in all spheres (markets, firms, corporations, informal
economies, welfare and households) and day-to-day economic activities, are
understood as essentially social interactions embedded in social relations. Relational
activities of “establishing, maintaining, negotiating, transforming, and terminating
interpersonal relations” (Zelizer, 2012:151) are enacted by drawing on established
8

social ties and practices, where meanings are negotiated and exchanges (monetary and
non-monetary) take place to enable economic activity to unfold.
In the following empirical sections, we apply this economic framework to our study
site of a developing ecovillage located on the east coast of Australia. In particular, we
focus on the four areas of confluence – production, growth, ecological, and social – to
analyse more closely the relationship between the ecovillage’s ‘diverse economy’ and
the external modern market economy.

4. Study Site and Methodology
Data were collected from Blacksnake (pseudonym in line with research ethics consent
requirements), a developing ecovillage located on the urban fringe of a medium-sized
town on the east coast of Australia. Although there are approximately 26 ecovillage
communities registered with GEN and located in Australia, our reasons for engaging
in a research partnership with the Blacksnake community are as follows: the research
partnership could be established as the community was beginning to negotiate the
establishment of the ecovillage economy could then be tracked as it developed over
time, thus setting the foundations for longitudinal research.
At the time of our research, land development (Stage 1) had been completed with the
ecovillage awaiting final certification from the Local Government Authority (LGA).
Almost all of the Stage 1 building plots had been purchased by members, and
individual dwelling design work had begun. The Blacksnake site had significant built
infrastructure including two dwellings, occupied as residences by the site manager,
project officer and three other members. Other infrastructure was repurposed as
office space, meeting rooms, a community hall and dining room used for Blacksnake
ecovillage activities and events.
Blacksnake is organised as a cooperative, managed by a Board of Directors, a Project
Director, Project Officer, Site Managers and 4 working teams of volunteers
(Community Development; Land; Buildings and Infrastructure; and Business
Development). Even though all but 7 members of Blacksnake were living and
working off site, members identified themselves as a community which had been
growing since site purchase negotiations began in 2013. This sense of community
identity has developed through various onsite community development activities that
took advantage of the existing infrastructure. The community at the time of the
research comprised 166 members in 55 family groups. The age mix included 56
adults under 55 years, 40 children (under the age of 18 years) and 70 residents aged
55 years and over.
The research adopts a mixed methods approach (Creswell and Creswell, 2017) and
was conducted in line with the university’s ethical research policy. Ethics approval
was sought and received. The principal methods were:


Anonymous online 32-question member survey (distributed by Blacksnake
via URL link) covering demographics, aspects of membership and
economic practices (62 completed responses received, resulting in a
response rate of 50% of adult members);
9






One focus group asking Board members to respond to the question “What
does the Board envisage to be the mix of value-creating activities that
might sustain Blacksnake’s economy?”;
10 semi-structured interviews with a representative group of members
(recorded, transcribed and de-identified);
Researcher observations and reflections during site visits (Open Days,
social interactions, working bee and site tour);
Document analysis (e.g. subdivision, rezoning and development
applications, policy documents, newsletter and website).

Survey data were analysed using descriptive statistics to produce a demographic
profile of the community (age, gender, education, planned employment and household
income) and qualitative data from semi-structured interviews, observations, focus
group and free text answers from the member survey were collated and analysed.
Both theoretical (emerging from interview questions) and inductive (emerging from
initial data review) thematic analysis was used in this study (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun
and Clarke, 2006; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

5. Findings and Discussion
After presenting the respondent demographics, we begin by drawing from survey data
about the reported motivations for becoming a member of the Blacksnake community
and the kinds of economic activities members plan to undertake. Next, we discuss
Blacksnake member attitudes and intentions toward the enactment of certain
economic practices which illuminate a confluence between the modern market
economy and diverse economies. Where quotes from interviews and the focus group
are used to illustrate our findings, a pseudonym is adopted.

5.1 Motivations for joining Blacksnake and planned economic activities
The Blacksnake members who responded to the survey comprise a relatively
homogeneous group in terms of age and education, and reflected gender balance (see
Table 2 and Table 3).

Table 2: Respondent Demographics – Gender and level of education
Female

Male

Trade/technical/ vocational
training

7

High school graduate

Transgender

Total

% of total

3

10

16

2

3

5

8

University graduate

7

8

15

25

Postgraduate degree

19

10

2

31

51

Total

35

24

2

61

100

57
% of total
Source: Blacksnake member survey

39

3

100
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Table 3: Respondent Demographics – Gender and Age
Female

Male

Transgender

Total

% of total

1

3

5

7

11

6

10

25-34 years

2

35-44 years

4

3

45-54 years

3

2

55-64 years

14

10

24

39

Age 65 or older

11

9

20

33

Prefer not to answer

1

1

2

Total

35

24

2

61

100

57
% of total
Source: Blacksnake member survey

39

3

100

1

Respondents reported various motivations for joining the Blacksnake community.
Community and environmentally sustainable living were the two most common
motivations. When asked what the meaning of the ecovillage was to them, the word
community featured 20% more times in responses than sustainable. Other frequently
used words included people, values, sharing, and social. The strong sense of
community as a motivation to be part of Blacksnake is captured in the following
indicative quote:
... This includes producing our own food, community meals, interaction and support,
living in a passive solar small footprint, dwelling constructed from natural materials…
[a community that is] mutually supportive, cooperation, strong connections with
neighbours….

When asked about planned future economic activity, of the 39 respondents, 62%
intended to start a new economic enterprise. Table 4 below shows the kinds of
businesses respondents were planning to develop.

Table 4: Planned future Economic Activity Type
Private Business

Part Owner of Cooperative
Business

Other (e.g. consulting work)

28%

25%

15%

Source: Blacksnake member survey
Table 5: Member Annual Household Gross Income in Australian Dollars*
Up to
$49,999

$50,000$74,999

$75,000$99,999

$100,000$149,999

$150,000$199,999

$200,000
more

24%

8.47%

16.95%

15.25%

10.17%

13.56%

Average Blacksnake Estimated Gross Annual Income
Average Australian Gross Annual Household Income (2015-2016)**
*Source: Blacksnake member survey; **Source Australian Bureau of Statistics
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$104,500
$84,032

While Blacksnake members have come into an ecovillage for community reasons,
when it comes to economic practices, many respondents identify their main intended
income as being generated from private businesses or private investment. These
motivations may stem from members’ historic and ongoing financial achievements
through participation in income generating activities as part of the modern market
economy. For example, as seen in Table 5, respondents’ average estimated household
income is $104,500 per annum, which is upwards of 16.7% higher than the average
Australian gross annual household income of $84,032 per annum and is aligned with
the high levels of education within the Blacksnake community. Reliance on private
enterprise is a point of difference between Blacksnake and some European and North
American eco-communities which have adopted income-sharing models (Dawson,
2006; Andreevska n.d.), but is not an entirely uncommon characteristic of ecovillages
(Christian, 2003; Esteves, 2017; Hall, 2015).
Many members have expressed an intention towards establishing community business
as a form of income sharing as the physical presence of the community grows. One
planned community business is Blacksnake-Know-How, an education focused
enterprise. Given the high levels of post-graduate education (51% of survey
respondents with a post-graduate degree), members leveraging their education and
expertise is perhaps unsurprising.

5.2 Insights from Blacksnake
Using the four key spheres of confluence, as outlined in Table 1 and discussed in
Section 3, we report the aspirations and practices of Blacksnake ecovillage members
as illustrative enactments of these tenets.
5.2.1 Approach to economic practices
The strong sense of community at Blacksnake was observed by the research team
during onsite visits. Despite not being resident, the community already has a strong
physical presence on site. The community holds onsite monthly ‘town meeting’ days
encompassing social activities including a community lunch where each member
brings a ‘share plate’. It hosts a program of open days targeted towards visitors from
the local community and beyond, regular working bees and special interest team
meetings. Community connection is also achieved virtually via a fortnightly
community newsletter and the community online platform. This has fostered a variety
of non-market transactions including volunteering, caring, and gifting. As Tina
noted:
…the fact that we had some land with buildings that we could come together...as a
community and start developing, we recognised that was the most important part of
enabling us to go forward.

Non-market behaviour is especially dominant, with the reciprocal sharing of tasks
related to growing and preparing food, and even building or renovating kitchen
facilities. Food plays a strong role in bringing the community together in place and
fostering non-market values. There is plenty of evidence of care in a broad sense, of
people looking out for each other, assisting, and offering their skills. They often see
this as learning from each other by skill transfer, rather than merely offering free
12

labour, in the belief that the community as a whole will ultimately benefit. This is
reflected by Ryan:
…working bees, of which we've had an enormous number of and continue to have [are]
very collegiate, and there are people there who know what this plant is and I don't know
what it is and I say, "Is this one that has to come out, you know?" It's this ongoing learning
from each other and working as a group and it seems to work.

Gifting forms of exchange also exist. Ryan provides an example: “I’m the village knife
sharpener at the moment. So far I’ve gotten a bag of lemons for my efforts.”

The ecovillage has a volunteering requirement of one hour per week per member.
While ‘required volunteering’ may seem like an oxymoron, many members undertake
significantly more than the minimum, as highlighted by Toni “…I know that people
once they volunteer … do it again, because it's such a good feeling”. Though not yet an
initiative at Blacksnake, members have suggested that there may be potential for a
community currency to emerge, as an instrument of value and exchange and to sustain
a localised flow of money (Longhurst, 2015; Seyfang, 2006). Members contributing
more than the required number of volunteering hours could potentially earn
‘Blacksnake credits’ for exchange within the community, thus maintaining an
ongoing reciprocal flow of exchange and contributions in the community.
5.2.2 Attitudes to growth
From the outset, wealth maximisation has not been an objective of the ecovillage
movement. Whilst all three elements of sustainability–ecological, economic and
social–are necessary and aspired to, it is recognised that to survive, the sense of
community must be maintained and that economic and financial considerations
cannot be dismissed. Working out trade-offs between different forms of sustainability
is acknowledged by the members of Blacksnake. Although not explicitly stated using
academic discourse, the members when asked about the value they sought from living
in the community, mirrored some of the principles of the logics of degrowth (reevaluate, reconceptualise, redistribute, reduce, re-use and recycle) (Latouche, 2009)
and diverse economy, where care, reciprocity, creativity and working collectively are
understood as vital to the human condition (Gibson-Graham, 2008; Roelvink and
Gibson-Graham, 2009; Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010; Gibson-Graham et al.,
2013; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016). Vivian, a Board Member involved in
Blacksnake’s eco-education enterprise, talks about value in terms of being able to
demonstrate alternative attitudes and ways of living:
…there's a huge value in what we're doing…acknowledging that the way consumerism
and the Western World have developed maybe isn't doing the planet that well, and we
actually have to shift behaviours, and we're doing it in a small way…changing the
behaviours, reducing loneliness, increasing wellbeing, not only for members but for the
broader community…that's why I kind of signed up.

Lorraine, a member of the Board, similarly explained different kinds of wealth, that
she gains from being part of the community:
…the community thing…it's big monetary value [that] we don't spend on mental health
and physical health and all of those things [by being] part of the community, being strong
and socially connected.
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Leon talked about the opportunity for simple sustainable living, where wealth comes
from quality of life, the social relations that are developed and the sense of
community:
… I always thought we were going to move to a farm and do our own sustainable thing
and grow our own stuff … we found out about the village… I thought…I could do this,
but with …other smart people so I don't have to learn everything…there's a lot of value
just in the people…everyone that joins brings their own special unique skills…I learned
things like fermenting…I was sharing that with other people, so it's value-creating in a
non-monetary sense …everyone's kind of on the journey together… I see that as real
value.

Similarly for Toni, wealth and value are found in belonging to the community:
…caring for people…having community…a fair share…how much you actually need to
live, what it is you require to live a reasonable life, and sharing the rest of it...that's that
community thing…definitely non-monetary, but it will allow people to build monetary
businesses…people will actually live...and run a business…because they don't actually
need a massive amount of money…they need some money…but also will have a very
fulfilling life, because they're being very creative, give services and get services in return...
yeah, economically a complete change.

Members of Blacksnake recognise that numerous elements contribute to the wellbeing
of themselves as individuals and as members of a community. An ecovillage’s
collaborative approaches to living, including shared work, work-life balance, and
pooled economy, all contribute to wellbeing (Hall, 2015). These findings suggest
that, at least for the members interviewed, they are attempting to reframe what wealth
represents beyond capitalist imperatives.
5.2.3 Environmental intentions
The Blacksnake site covers over 60 hectares (about 150 acres) of coastal floodplain
with natural bushland forest on three sides and a freshwater stream. Its natural
features of fertile deep soil, north-easterly aspect, and generous rainfall made it
suitable for its previous agricultural use which is still evident in the cleared land,
greenhouses and orchard. There is an explicit intentionality in the land use and
creation of place which reflects the preservation of the existing natural ecology,
waterway and reservoir, and the repurposing of the existing agricultural infrastructure
alongside the redevelopment of the site as a rural village. The proposed land use
includes: 150 dwellings for up to 413 residents, community gardens and small-scale
agriculture, and commercial use for eco-friendly enterprises.
The proposed enterprises of a retail shop, café, education and community centre,
visitor accommodation, workshop for woodwork and craft production, and smallscale industrial kitchen for organic food production are housed in repurposed
infrastructure and align with Blacksnake’s economic philosophy that all
developments, whether residential or commercial:
…need to be consistent with the overall philosophy and objectives of the ecovillage
– to live more lightly on the planet and achieve a sustainable lifestyle without
compromising standards and quality of life. (Blacksnake Development Application)
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Presented in the Development Application, initiatives including reducing the size of
homes, building domestic and community infrastructure with a focus on minimising
waste production and energy consumption, and providing opportunities for
employment in the ecovillage or the home, reflect aspects of the logics of degrowth
(Latouche, 2009). In achieving approval for this development, ecovillagers had to find
pathways for their niche practices of home design, building and landuse to be
accommodated within the existing regime practices and rules of the local
development and planning authority (Boyer, 2018).
These principles are not only expressed in written statements but also espoused by
community members. When asked about what underpins the community philosophy
and what sustainable community living and working means for Blacksnake, Toni
responded:
…building a sustainable community... caring for the land. So, you reduce what you
do…you do that with the synergies of the land, and using ecology.

Similarly, Pam, when asked if there was a tension between the financial and
environmental imperatives stated:
… I think a lot of members, myself included, are financially set up enough that…we don't
balk at the fact that it's costing money…we're seeing that in the wider picture our money is
going a hell of a long way towards changing the ways of thinking about what we're doing
here on this earth in our immediate environment.

When asked about the establishment of the eco-education enterprise, Vivian talked
about the eco-values that needed to be demonstrated in the programs and the way in
which the community lived. This illustrated the entanglement between ecologically
sustainable living and economics:
…how we utilise our flood plain, how we grow things sensitively… all of that learning …
we have to contribute [to] our outreach programs how we showcase… become
iconic…getting people who have grown up in cities or suburbs to actually realise what it is
to belong … on a land.

The community understands that building in an ecologically sustainable manner can
have a significant financial impact in comparison with speculative and other
homebuilding approaches. But this cost is seen in terms of the ecological
sustainability of the building. Ryan highlights the initial financial impact of increased
energy efficiency when talking about his building costs:
…because of the building standards we're putting on ourselves, building prices… are
getting close to double what a project builder would do …it costs twice as much [as] a
similar sized home would cost [but] it generates its own quantity of power which is
roughly equivalent to its consumption.

Previous research into the life cycle cost implications of increased energy efficiency
in the Australian context has demonstrated that significant energy efficiency
improvements are cost optimal when compared with the business-as-usual case over a
25-40 year time-horizon (Morrissey and Horne, 2011). What is evident from this data
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is that members of Blacksnake perceive self-imposed ecological imperatives not only
as an investment in their own wellbeing and financial sustainability, but also for the
wellbeing of current and future generations. By demonstrating how a sustainable
lifestyle may be achieved in their community, both through the activities of the
education centre (i.e. training courses) and regular open days, they create
opportunities for others not part of the community to experience such alternative
practices.
5.2.4 Social aspects of economic practices
The co-location of workplace and residency imbues transactions, both production and
sales, with a rich social-relational context, but at the same time adopting the
specialisation characteristics of the modern market economy. It may bring a range of
benefits to Blacksnake including specialisation, trust, and low-cost private ordering.
As one member, Toni, noted:
...the person who wants to do business plans [does] business plans for everybody…that’s
their business… the person doing the bookkeeping [does it] for everybody, they don't want
to run a mushroom company… the person doing the mushrooms doesn't want to keep the
books.

Formal cooperatives have been established for the joint production of utilities
including power and wastewater treatment at Blacksnake. However, not all
cooperatives are formal, some simply emerged as Ryan explained:
…we need[ed] a bit of equipment so a bunch of us…chipped in $5,000 a piece … one of
our members opened a personal bank account and put it in…we trust him…. We know
where he lives. And with that we bought a Bobcat.

This informal ‘cooperative’ reflects the trust infused through groups of people who
know one another and are members of a close community. This opportunistic
behaviour also by-passed the costs of establishing a formal business structure and
making a loan application in the knowledge that private ordering provides a low cost
resolution.
Toni, a horticulturist by training, plans to establish a community business for growing
speciality produce:
…setting up the mushroom group, and we'd make quite a lot of money with mushrooms
…oyster mushrooms…shiitake mushrooms and we…I'd really like to start looking at
chanterelles, [as] there is no industry in Australia.

Similarly, Greg, a qualified food technologist, is considering a community business
for produce:
…preserves, sauces from the produce grown [onsite] and produce our own label…
because we have the workforce…can do things like hand-picking of berries [using the]
greenhouses, perhaps do something like vanilla beans…really specialised

Others, like Ryan who is semi-retired and wants to supplement the Australian
Pension, plan to establish a small business to service other Blacksnake members and
other niche markets, where customers value the ecological impact of their projects:
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…a number of us around here do handyman stuff… not asking tradesmen's wages… we'll
do stuff that no tradesman wants… [for] example this guy said to me, "Can you build me a
fence...I'm happy to pay more as long as it's recycled"…he's paying a premium because its
hand done and it uses recycled materials, so a different conception of what's valuable.

Blacksnake Coop Board and Business Working Group encourages and supports
members to employ members, as a means of creating small businesses. As a member
of the Blacksnake board, Greg explained:
[Blacksnake] is sort of the incubator, we’re quite willing to invest money to get the
business going, provided the business case shows we have the physical assets, the skill set,
the time, you know, the right climate, access to markets and so on, and is within zoning
possibilities [and] profitable in the end...that's the process we've been going through.

The Blacksnake Board and Business Working Group also provide guidance to
members for the types of business that could be established using community assets
and skills. Greg further explained that for each business idea, the Business Working
Group asks: “does it fit in with one of the growing, eating, accommodating and learning
pillars?” The pillars underpin the community’s economic framework. Growing
produce using permaculture principles, creating value added food products
sustainably for sale, educating people on how to live more sustainably, and
accommodating people who want to experience the ecovillage lifestyle all fit under
this framework.
A community café is one of the proposed businesses for Blacksnake. As Carol
explains, a different approach is needed in establishing a community café.
…I had four cafés… my waitresses never left…they became my family… I gave
bonuses…but you need to know your break-even points...when I made $100 on a day
besides paying myself the same as them, then they would get $10 bonus each on every
$100 above that…of course, [staff] eat [for free]... you give them the hours they want and
work around their children and all of that stuff. I guess out in the real world, maybe that
doesn't happen.

It is clear from Carol’s careful responses about establishing a community café that
alternative models of business development and the economics of running a profitable
hospitality business are present in the ecovillage. The social-relational elements of the
Blacksnake economy have permitted transactions to occur that might otherwise have
failed in the marketplace. This is highlighted by Lorraine, a member of the Board
when discussing the time taken, the financial commitment and trust required among
the community founders to make the Blacksnake village become a reality:
… things have taken way longer than I thought.. it was overwhelming enough to pay five
million dollars for this particular property. And the remarkableness of our financing of
that. You know, not having any banks involved. And the kind of stroke of divine guidance
or something in allowing that to happen because I don't think we would be here had we
been depending on the bank. I think the bank would have called in a loan and it would be a
good bye to our project. But we've been so lucky, not lucky. I mean we've spent a lot of
time building trust and it makes a difference.

The sense of both community and ecological intentionality in this economy have
provided financial, educational and customer support to new businesses and
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encouraged them to choose sustainable options with the least environmental impact.
Non-monetary forms of account settlement have also flourished in the relational
environment including multi-lateral bartering and member annual contribution hours
as a system of voluntary work for the community or working towards business where
income is shared or reinvested in the community to reduce operational levies.

6. Conclusion
The paper has highlighted that aspects of the modern market economy are
increasingly converging with a diverse economies approach, as reflected in the
ecovillage system. In this paper, through analysis of the literature, we have
contributed to a common lexicon which articulates ways of considering enactments of
economies that may bring together views previously considered dichotomous. Four
particular spheres of confluence are identified and empirically analysed: economic
practices that move away from capitalist modes; alternative measures and attitudes
towards growth; ecological responsiveness moving towards intentionality; and the
enmeshment of the social-relational in economic transactions.
The empirical section of the paper focused on a study of an Australian ecovillage
(Blacksnake) community which has been developing for some time and is evolving as
a community of location. Through a range of methods including surveys, interviews
and observations, we have provided evidence of the practices of our case study
community and the ways in which those practices reflect the four spheres of
confluence between the modern market economy and diverse economies. This has
assisted us in providing insights into ways ecovillages may operate in the context of
the modern market economy without adopting all of its practices.
This is significant for future research that is aimed at understanding the economic
practices of ecovillages for several reasons. Discussing the plans of members of the
Blacksnake community, who continue to interact between an onsite and offsite
presence, suggests that ecovillages are perceived by them as places where this
convergence may be incubated, experienced and experimented, before being
transitioned to broader local economies. Closer trading between ecovillages and local
external communities is viable, as are the opportunities for the diffusion of practices
from the experimentation of ecovillage communities to a wider population beyond
them. Boyer (2015), for example, has demonstrated the role of individual ecovillages
in the diffusion of new forms of sustainability to the wider ecovillage community and
more broadly beyond this sector. In addition, our paper provides a foundation for
future research that can address whether the mainstreaming of the economic practices,
thinking and external communication of ecovillages bodes well for their longer-term
sustainability. Our project will continue to monitor and work with this ecovillage as it
develops as a community economy.
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